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I.3 STUDY PURPOSE

In 1981, the Michigan Courthouse Study was published.  This study summarized the results of a two-year
inventory and evaluation of state court facilities in Michigan.  The project, sponsored by the Judicial
Coordinating Committee of the Supreme Court of the State of Michigan, was carried out by the Architectural
Research Laboratory of the University of Michigan’s College of Architecture and Urban Planning.  Through
administrative order 1983-2, the Michigan Supreme Court endorsed the use of the study’s Design Guidelines
for all future construction, remodeling, or renovation of court facilities in the state.

During the nearly two decades that have lapsed since the development of the first guidelines, many
advances in design and technology have occurred.  Current court facility design standards incorporate
advancements in building technologies as well as addressing the impact of the rapid changes in information
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technology that effect efficient trial court operations.  Nearly all the functional components of trial court
operations have been transformed due to the use modern technology.  Current trial court design guidelines
need to address the numerous issues created by technology advancements while fostering and maintaining
the traditional relationship of the litigant and the judiciary which serves as a foundation of our democratic
society.

The Michigan Court Facilities Standards Project Advisory Committee was appointed to assist the State Court
Administrative Office (SCAO) in the review and revision of the prior trial court design guidelines.  The
Committee represents a comprehensive cross section of Michigan trial court “stakeholders.”  Included in the
Committee membership are judges and court administrators at all trial court levels as well as representatives
of local government, the county clerk, the county sheriff, the Bar Association, academia, and practicing
architects.  Their work was assisted by the consultants to the project, Carter Goble Associates, Inc. and
Court Works.

This update of the 1981 Design Guidelines is intended to highlight again those components of a courthouse
that require special consideration in designing a new facility or expanding an existing courthouse.  In the
State of Michigan, Circuit and Probate Court facilities are the financial responsibility of county government
(MCL 45.16; MSA 5.921, MCL 46.7; MSA 5.327).  Depending upon the class type, District Court facilities
are the financial responsibility of either the county or the political subdivision(s) where the court sits (MCL
600.8261; MSA 27A.8261; MCL 600.8262; MSA 27A.8262; MCL 600.8263; MSA 27A.8263).  Since local
government is the owner, the design process is controlled locally, without State approval of final design
documents, budgets, or schedules.  The Supreme Court, through the State Court Administrative Office
(SCAO), however, has a substantial experience base that can be used to help localities that are planning
court facilities to avoid costly mistakes.  The purpose of this document is to define a process that assures
the involvement of appropriate stakeholders in the decision-making process and to illustrate the critical
design issues and guidelines that when carefully applied by professionals should yield a cost-effective
courthouse with a lengthy useful life.

Examples from operating courthouses have been selected to illustrate some of the important design issues
to be considered in planning a new facility.  While several examples are posed photographs provided by
architectural firms, other photographs reflect the daily operating realities within courthouses.  These Design
Guidelines are intended to become the foundation for compiling a notebook of examples of “best practices”
that a jurisdiction can augment over time.  The Advisory Committee for these Design Guidelines stated a
preference for a simple narrative and examples drawn from operating courthouses rather than reliance upon
drawings of hypothetical conditions.  Since the courthouse is a functioning, and often crowded, public
building, it is appropriate that Design Guidelines use working examples to appeal to a broad range of users,
planners, and designers.

The three chapters suggest guidelines for the design of Michigan court facilities by using examples of court
components from Michigan courthouses and others throughout the United States.  These examples are not
necessarily “how-to” illustrations but are intended to encourage the reader to research alternative
approaches to the resolution of common design challenges.  As with all standards or guidelines, periodic
updates will be necessary to account for the rapid expansion of choices that building technology makes
available to the owner, user, and designer.

I.4 STUDY SCOPE

The Design Guidelines address only facilities for the trial court level of the Michigan judiciary.  In addition,
the Committee excluded juvenile detention facilities from the review due to their unique design requirements
and lack of consistent utilization by all counties.  Current state statute [MCL 712A.16(6); MSA
27.3178(598.16)(6)] requires that if a juvenile detention facility is provided in a county, it will be operated by



I N T R O D U C T I O N
STUDY PURPOSE

M I C H I G A N  C O U R T  F A C I L I T Y  S T A N D A R D S  P R O J E C T (rev. 12/00)

I-3

the county unless the county enters into an agreement for the Circuit Court to direct operations of the facility.
As a consequence, there is no consistency across the state in whether a juvenile detention facility is
provided by the county, or if provided,  whether the court directs the operation the facility.

Throughout this work the terms courthouse and court facility are used interchangeably.  The use of the term
courthouse denotes all component parts of trial court operations including court agencies, units, or
departments.

I.5 COURT ORGANIZATION

The Michigan Court System is made up of four levels of activity.  The courts most citizens deal with are at
the first level.  These include the Probate Court, the District Court, and the Municipal Court.  The second
level of court activity includes the Circuit Court and the Court of Claims.  Appeals are heard in the third level,
at the Court of Appeals and at the fourth level in the Supreme Court of the State of Michigan.  The State
Court Administrative Office handles administrative duties related to all levels of court activity, under the
jurisdiction of the Supreme Court.

Figure I-1
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I.5.1 Michigan Supreme Court

The Supreme Court is Michigan’s court of last resort. It consists of seven justices who decide the cases that
come before the Court during a term that runs from August 1 to July 31 of the following year.  The Court
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hears oral arguments in Lansing beginning in October of each term.  Decisions are released throughout the
term following oral arguments.

A Supreme Court justice is an elected official. A full term is eight years.  Candidates for the position are
nominated by political parties and are elected on a nonpartisan ballot.  Two justices are elected every two
years (one in the eighth year) in the November election.  Supreme Court candidates must be qualified
electors, licensed to practice law in Michigan, and at the time of election must be under 70 years of age.
The salary of the justices is fixed by the State Officers Compensation Commission and paid by the state.
Vacancies are filled by appointment of the governor until the next general election.  Every two years, the
justices of the Court elect a member of the Court as chief justice.

I.5.2 Michigan Court of Appeals

The 1963 Michigan Constitution established the Court of Appeals as an intermediate appellate court
between the trial courts and the Supreme Court.  Jurisdiction of the Court of Appeals is established by state
law.  Its practice and procedure are governed by Michigan court rules established by the Supreme Court.

Judges of the Court of Appeals are chosen in nonpartisan elections from four districts drawn by the
Legislature on county lines.  The districts are as nearly as possible of equal population.  The Legislature may
increase the number of judges and alter the districts from which they are elected by changing the state law.
A candidate for the Court of Appeals must be a lawyer, under 70 years of age, a qualified elector, and a
resident of the district in which the candidate is running.

Court of Appeals judges are elected for six-year terms.  Their salaries are set by the Legislature.  Every two
years a chief judge is selected by the Supreme Court.  In addition to hearing cases, the chief judge performs
administrative duties and other assignments required by the Supreme Court.

Panels of Court of Appeals judges hear cases in Lansing, Detroit, Grand Rapids, and Marquette.  The
panels are rotated to encourage statewide uniformity in rulings by eliminating the likelihood of conflicting
legal philosophies developing in specific geographical areas.  The procedure for hearing cases is similar
to that of the Supreme Court.  The decision of a panel of the Court of Appeals is final, unless a special panel
is convened to rehear a case for the purpose of resolving a conflict among panels and except for those
cases that the Supreme Court reviews.

The Court of Appeals hears civil and criminal cases.  Persons convicted of a criminal offense, other than
by a guilty plea, have an appeal as a matter of right under the state constitution, if filed in compliance with
the court rule.

I.5.3 Circuit Court

The state is divided into judicial circuits along county lines.  The number of judges within a circuit is
established by the Legislature to accommodate required judicial activity.  In multi-county circuits, judges
travel from one county to another to hold court sessions.

The circuit court is the trial court of general jurisdiction in Michigan.  The court has jurisdiction over all
actions except those given by state law to another court.  Traditionally, the circuit court has had original
jurisdiction in all civil cases involving more than $10,000, in all criminal cases where the offense involves
a felony or certain serious misdemeanors, and in all domestic relations cases, including divorce and
paternity actions.
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The Legislature raised the civil jurisdiction from $10,000 to $25,000 and created a family division in circuit
court effective January 1, 1998.  The family division handles divorces and ancillary matters, custody,
parenting time, paternity, juvenile delinquency, and child protective proceedings.  It also handles
emancipation of minors, personal protection orders, name changes, adoptions, parental consent waivers,
guardianships (ancillary), and mental health commitments (ancillary).  In addition, circuit court hears appeals
from district court, probate court and administrative agencies.

Circuit judges are elected for terms of six years in nonpartisan elections.  A candidate must be a qualified
elector, a resident of the judicial circuit, a lawyer, and under 70 years of age.  The Legislature sets the salary
for circuit judges.

I.5.4 Michigan Court of Claims

The jurisdiction of the Court of Claims, except as otherwise provided by law, extends over claims and
demands against the State of Michigan or any of its departments, commissions, boards, institutions, arms
or agencies, except those arising from line-of-duty injuries to state employees.  Claimants may bring suit in
the Court of Claims provided the claim is $1,000 or more.  The State Court Administrative Board is vested
with discretionary authority in claims under $1,000.  By statute, the Court of Claims is a function of the 30th
Judicial Circuit Court of Ingham County.

I.5.5 Probate Court

There is a probate court in each Michigan county with the exception of ten counties, which have
consolidated to form five probate court districts.  Each district has one judge, and each of the remaining
counties have one or more judges depending on the population and caseload within the county.

The probate court traditionally has had exclusive jurisdiction in such matters as juvenile delinquency, child
protective proceedings, adoptions, administration of estates and trusts, guardianships and conservatorships,
and mental commitments.

In 1998, the Legislature created the family division in the circuit court and moved juvenile delinquency, child
protective proceedings, adoptions, name changes, emancipation’s of minors, waivers of parental consent,
and other ancillary family matters from the probate court to the circuit court.  The probate court now hears
cases pertaining to guardianships, conservatorships, the commitment for hospital care of the mentally ill,
and administration of estates and trusts.

Probate judges are elected on a nonpartisan ballot for six-year terms, subject to the same requirements as
other judges.  The Legislature sets the salary for probate judges.

I.5.6 District Court

Citizens have more contact with district court than any other court in the state.  District court has exclusive
jurisdiction of all civil litigation up to $25,000 and handles garnishments, eviction proceedings, land contract
and mortgage foreclosures, and other proceedings.  In the criminal field, the district court handles all
misdemeanors where punishment does not exceed one year, and other relevant proceedings including
arraignment, setting and acceptance of bail, trial, and sentencing.  It also conducts arraignment on the
warrant and preliminary examinations in felony cases.
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The district court includes a small claims division for civil cases up to $3,000.  In these cases, litigants agree
to waive their right to a jury, rules of evidence, representation by a lawyer, and the right to appeal from the
district judge’s decision.  If either party objects, the case will be heard by the general civil division of the
district court.

I.5.7 Municipal Court

Municipal court jurisdiction is limited to claims not exceeding $1,500 in civil cases.  As of January 1, 1999,
municipal courts have civil jurisdiction in cases up to $3,000 if approved by their local funding unit.  Criminal
traffic jurisdiction is the same as in district court.  When the district court was created by statute in 1968,
pursuant to the 1963 Michigan Constitution, most municipal courts in the state were converted into district
courts.  Today, only five municipal courts remain: Eastpointe, Grosse Pointe, Grosse Pointe Park, Grosse
Pointe Woods, and Grosse Pointe Farms.

Municipal judges must be lawyers, residents, and electors of their municipalities.  They are paid by the
municipalities and are elected for six-year terms.


